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Small is the answer-
if there are ample funds and
outsized talent. A concrete
example is School for the

Physical City, where students
and teachers are breaking

down apathy, bureaucracy and
alienation. By Sin .,11

IPH NEWKDUt LOOKED UJtE SPlDE1tMAN. HE WAS
c1iDPc to the c:ydone fence surrcnmdinc the
pla}'lfOUDd at Intermediate School 70 on West
17th Street in Manhaaan. His tie whipped his
faee in the brice. Far below, his students
eged on their superhero: '"You can do it, Mr.
Newkirk!" and "You'w aImOIt got it now-w­
w-wl" The strine he WIS clutebinc made it
look as if he were ae:tuaIly spinrIinc a web. It
rose to the top of the feaee, slipped clown
throuch the bin bnnc:ha of the tree, clipped
and ascended Ipin. and fimDy baked where
the kite had become ensaued in the 6re escape
of an Idjoining buiJdin&.

Newkirk pulled; the kite ... its taiL
'"Oooh! Can:fu1l" aied several kids below. The
students had built the kite in Newkirk's mid­
dle-sc:hool science dus at the School for the
Physic:aJ City, a new public school in its second
year in Manhaaan, and dvy didn't WIJIt to see
their latest test model destroyed. Aaoa the
pIaypound, kites of all shapes and sizes floated
like clouds ahem the cemmt plain. Below,
clumps of studems shadowed their movements
and recorded data on cIipboIrdI.

The students, most of them barely teen­
aprs. wore the standard unifonns of stylish
urbID grunge - bqgy jeans, T-shira, flannel
work shirts, baseball caps. boots, sneakers.
Their parenu had chosen to send them to
S.P.c.. as it's caUed, instead of their replar
neiPborhood schools, as part of a foundling
citywide "choice" program initiated by Jo­
seph A. Femmdez in 1992, when he was
School Chancellor. The studeaa, from most­
ly lower- an4 middle-income families, come
from all over the city. Akhoqb there are.
slipdy more boys than girls. the kids other­
wise represent an idaJ e:rosHeCtion of the
city's student population. By ideal. I mean

s..MaJ6 is."""."., lit 7N N,. YcmWrad
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didn't get out of the car. His wife and
daushtet got in. Together we drove to
his daughter's open-school night at
her suburbul public high school - a
sprawliag state-of-the-art facility that
liFted up the nicht sky like Cape
Canawnl before a midniaht launch.
The an: rooms alone consist of a
drafting area, a pottery scudio with
full.-size kiln, a photo lab and dark­
room, and a space set up with easels
foe painting Or drawing.

Mark seemed untrOubled by the
inequities between his daughter's
school and his own. Like a former
SW' quarterback in the sky box. he
offered a runni.a& ccxnmencary on the
parelu-teacher play-by-play. By 9:30.
the family was back home, and by 10
Weiss and his wife were mbed. This
was a late night From the guest
room I could hear his dauahter tip­
toeins around. In a touching reversal
of roles, she was trying not to wake
her slumbering parents.

Mark, as even his studenu call him,
likes getting to the offu:e early to
enjoy a moment of peace and quiet.
to malte a few phone calls and to get a
poe of coffee gains for his teaChen.
They scart to Stream in around 7
A.M. The School for the Physical
Cicy doesn't actually _ a physical
school in the cicy - at least not YII.
Uke most of the new schools, it
COIIIisu of a few fugitive classrooms
inside the leviathan brick hull of IS.
70 in the Chelsea section of Manbat.
tall. Although S.P.C. wiJl move mtO a
DftIl.y renovated buiIdinc in the fall.
it is almost the sole eltception among
the new schools in baviDc acquired
permanent housq.

Finding S.P.Cs quaners wiele
the larger buildina isn't easy. You
cIoo't walk "mto" the school: iu
classrooms are sc:anered across twO

floon. Mark's offu:e isn't really an
office, but a large classroom that also
serves as a teachers' lounge, confer­
euce room, nunc's offICe, stonge
cloeet, Xerox room. reception uea
and general place to hang OUt - a
kind of TV room without the TV.
Kids camp out on the large sofa
installed against one wall They gos-

ARK WEISS'S TYPICAL
school day begins when
his cliairal alarm goes off
at 4:48 A.M. Weiss, the
principii of S.P.C.. gets
up and Wtes his dog for a
walk ouuide his home in
Peekskill, N.Y.. about an

hour's driw nonh of Manhattan. By
5:25 A.M. he's in his car barreling
south on the Henry Hudson Park­
My towvcl S.P.C. in the dark.

At 49, Mark loob a litde lib Santa
CJaua in ciwies. He bas white hair, a
white beard, pink. c:beUs and cwinkly
eye. He isn't fat liIce Santa, but is just
as jolly, even so early in the morning.
Foe the previous 2. houn. rd been
shldowioc my subject and was feeq
a little bleary-eyed. We left the school
around 6 the nicht before and arrived
at Weiss's home just before 7:30. He

apart. But because of the city's budaec
crunch. a capital imprcMment cam­
plign has essencially been abIndoned.
Some of the city'rneichborhood high
schoob resemble anoO)'1nOUS fac­
tories, with upward of 4,000 studenu
each. Production, one miaht say, is at
a standstill: only half of the city's
entering freshmen typically gnduate
in four years.

Can smaller schools and smaller
classes really cransfonn a school
system beset by so many other prob­
lems? And if they can, ue we willing
to pay for them? The story of the
School for the Physical City is in­
stnlCrive of some of the diffic:u1cies
inherent in what micht be called, for
lack of a better term, "school-rais­
inS." S.P.C. has a1racIy been subject
to as many influences - fIScal. pa­
rental, political. pedqogical and phil­
anthropic - as the molt impression­
able adolescent; and. like many new
schools. iI: may be neslected or even
abandoned before it's full SCown. The
story is a little like "Bringing Up
BIby," the 30's comedy about raising
a leopard. and the plot twisu are as
frequent. To the exunt that all suc­
cessful schools resemble one another,
it's also the story of a school-reform
movement.

private doUus. (Already $8.5 mil­
lion has been raised from three
organizations - Time Warner, the
Auon Diamond Foundation and
the Charles Hayden Foundation.)
Among educators, Annenberg's
name is constantly being invoked,
as in "When Annenbers comes..."
and "When Annenberg gets
here..." and "Now that Annenberg
is here." You'd think Godot had
finally arrived.

Annenbel'g's money has provided a
despuately needed infusion of hope
intO the city's beleaauered public
school system. But as great as his gift
may seem, it's dwarfed by the city's.
annual sa biilion education budget
and doesn't begin to make up t~
recent e:utbac:ks. Because of the ongo­
ing fIScal crisis in New Yark, some
$540 miJIion has been cut from the
city's schools in the last year alone,
and an additional $750 million may be
slashed even before classes begin in
the fall- more than $1 biI1ion tOtal.
All of this comes at a time of steeply
rising eIlI'Ollinenu. .A new demo­
graphic bWp, the baby boomers' chil­
dren, has JUSt entered grade school

In New Yark, this influx has been

............. Among educators, Annenberg's name is constantly
being evoked, as in 'When Annenberg
comes .. .' and 'When Annenberg gets here ..:
and 'Now that Annenberg is here.'
You'd think Godot had finally arrived.

more intep'lted: African-Amerie:ms,
l.uiDos and whites each constiroce
somewhat less than a third; the re­
~15puunt~soue~~

The studenu could have walked
straiPt out of one of those multicul­
tunl Benetton ads.

Newkirk's students were con­
cfucUnS an experiment. and they ue
pan of one too. The School for the
Physical City is jUst one of 50 new
public schools chat have opened in
New York City in che last twO years.
Fernandez pushed for their creation
before beiDS ousted in 1993. They
are orpnized uound a variety of
themes and pedacogic:a1 philoso­
phies. Their unwieldy names an­
nounce their missions: the High
School f~ Healch Professions and
Human Services, FJ Puente Acad­
emy for Peace and Justice, the
Kiapboroulh Academy of Sciences
Hilh School Eadl of them, thouSh,
mialu be called the Smaller School of
Smaller Classes, f~ that is their
chief, shared, revolutionuy idea.

AlthouSh aU of the schools fall
under the ausrices of the city's
central Board 0 Education, most of
these Dew schools have been given

"""'-' s-Sa-nz iIIIIl. stMIknt dJ«Jt DIll tntfI#,....~
crucial suppon from several local compouoded by a hup inc:reue in
noapr06t scoups that last year re- imm.ipItion. In New Yark City, foe
ceived the fIrSt "Annenberg instmce, the coal number of saadenu
granu." These much-coveted in the Iaat twO yan bas topped ODe

awards come from the philanthro- mi11i.on. And the number is expecced
pist Walter K. Annenbera. who to rise by some 20.000 stUdenu annu-
pledsed S500 million in December ally well into the 21st century. 0vIr-
1993 co help reform public school crowdiac is ratnpmt, with classes held
systems nationwide. Over the next in hallways, cafllet1as, auditoriums,
five years. New York City will re- closetS and even some lavatOries.
ceive some $50 million, to be School flCilities, most of them bWlt
muched 2 to 1 by both public and bef~e the Depression, are falling
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sip with ach other, do their home­
work. am pauiDc teaebers a bard
time, chew on cbeir hair. The teach­
ers, for cbeir pan, am as good as
lhl7 pt. They sit around a Jarae table
that st.IDds at the room's centll' both
liunU, and meraphoricaIIy. where
die emin suH ..... to discuss
everyIbiDa from d.t day's fleld trip
to the directioa of the scbool If the
school CII1 be said to aist in anyone
place at all it's in thiI dusroom up on
the IICClDd Boer.

N APNL 1992 MAJU[ WEISS WAS
.... lunch widl his old m-t
..Schw.nz at a Tbal1'll1lUnlll
OlIN_A..........m.,c:ae
up widl the .. for S.P.C- 'Jhe
CWO first mel at the NixoD 1m-"'lIDIDt CoMsioD in BrookIyD
in 1972. -U it ,...·t for RichardN_ dUs scbaol -.ouIcIa·t aist

toeky," SdnNnz !i1r.es to say.
ScIr-.nz is perilIpI bat mown to
me pub& as '"Gridlock s.m" - he
coiaed the·tem "p;eIock" when he
wu me city's uaffic: commissioner in
the 80's. He's nowtbe director of the
Infrastrw:ture Institute at the Coo­
per UDiaa for the Advancement of

Science and Art in New York. As he
recalled, "I wu bemoIDiac bow most
of the city's infrutnlCtUre pr0fes­
sionals" - urbIn planaers. numeJ
inspectors, cml...- "didn't
come from New York City, much
less the city's public ac:hoalI. and I
wanted to find I WI)' to inttrat city
kids in their own environmem."
Mark. not swpriIinclY, tbouPL of
startinc I tchooI.

At tbe time, Weis. wu director
of iDsmaetiee wi profesaioDil de­
velopment _ dae 0lf'1CC of Alterllll­
tive Hip Sclaooll It the BoIrd of
Education. K. &r"' up in FJatbusb,
atullded the napborbood public
scboob wi W'lIIlt to Brooklyn Col­
lege in tbe mid-196O's. He wu I

studeat radical. (H. met his future
wife It an aatiwv m.... and still
refers, oDJy ....joltiaalY, to "the
rnolution.'') He bepahis CII'eIU' in
1967 by renniDc to t-=b at his
alma mater, Brooklyn TechDicaI
High School. and has worked mil'

since in tbe city's public scboob ­
as a teacher, a principal, a union
delept., and eYeD a Board of edu­
cation bureaucrat.

From 1979 to 1991. Weiss was tbe

founding principal of Bronx Resion·
at. a small, succ:aaful "altenwive"
high school in the Scum Broaz for
kids who weren't succeldinc. for one
reason or anorher, in the c:ity's rep­
Jar public schoob. As Mark lam put
it: ''SIm dicla't understand that pe0­
ple like lIS couJd stan a public
school He thoupt it wu some­
thing that oDJy the Board of Ed
could do." As the twO friends talked,
tlte)' bepn to imIgine a juaior-hiab
and hiP school tut wovJd use the
city as an extended c:baaroom for
hands-on projecu that • moti·
vate kids and become I sprinaboud
for introducinc more -tnditiaDal
subjects in scieae:e, math. history
and languap aru.

Weiss knew that if they wuted
to create a really good school,
they'd have to find outside money.
Nowbere, perhaps, are public:
scboob more complicated than in
how they are flZW1ced. They're c0b­
bled topther by various scraps of
FederaL state, city and plillan.
thropic funds, most of which come
with striap attae:hed. MIJ'lY schoob
have what's known as "crant writ­
ing" committees that send out mass

mailiap, which resemble direct­
nWl CatDpaipa. to raise money.
Ooce pieced topther, however.
these unrelated prosnms often
don't make any seu.. wlUch is one
reMOD why the claip Of so many
public schoob - dic:uced by neces­
sity rather than reason - is so
pecWiar.

SchwInz tpprOIChecl the New
York City MiaioIl Socieq, the c:ity's
oIdeat c:1IuiabJe orpninrim. whic:h
apnd to dmse the sdaool'......
w..oua.e:h propmL He also
t__ up withJolla1"1 IseJin, presi-
deat of Cooper UDioa. In maay
....,., Cooper the idIIl pvtaer•
The c:oIIeIe WIS bed in 1859
by the~ and inwDtor Pe­
til' Cooper to pnwide educuionIl
opponunicies for the city's workiaI
poor. Todly Cooper Uaioa is the
oaly. tuicion·free~ of
its~the c:oumry. It operates
on••~andis~that
Weia and SchwInz hoped dteir own
sc:hool wouJd be: ripous, diverse
and, most impcnam, free.

Topdaer, Weiss and his pannus
applied for and rec:eiwd a "planning
grmt" from the Fund for New York
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City Public Education to establish
one of its 16 "New Vision"
Schools. Founded in 1989, tbe fund
is one of tbe groups receiving the
Anneaberg money. It functions a
little like a Ouija board - clwmel­
ing the disparate and mysterious
forca of tbe Board of Ed, tbe Unit­
ed Federation of Teacbers, commu­
nity orpnizabons, individual'edu­
catOrS. foundations and p~thro­
pists into seasible and cIeIrly artic­
ulated reforms. "You need ill iade­
pendent group to mediate, to }NIh
thmp, to nesoaate hard, to provide
some accountability," apJaiaed
Naomi Barber, the fund', New Vi­
sions project director. "People a1k
to us because we don't have 1 politi­
cal stake in beiac aligned with any
particullr group. And we brine tbe
pm-e ,ector to the table."

In July 1992 Weis, went on a
weeldODg rafting trip on tbe Green
River in Colorado. The trip 11'15

hOlted by the Harvard Outward
Bound Project to bring educational
leaders tocether to discuss school
reform. One of tbe participants 11'15

MCI Campbell. co-director of Out­
ward Bound's expeditionary lam-

ing center at Harvard's anduate
school of education. The fant .t
there 11'15 a torrential downpour.
They hudd1ed under their wp' 011

the bub of the Green Iliver. Out
of the dark a Natioaal Park ltaapr
emerpd with a mesllle: Outward
Bound had WOIl • put from the
New Americ:u Schools Deftlop­
ment Corponcion to create sewral
"expediOoauy leII'IliDl centers"
thrOu,hout the United Swa.

Over CIIIIpfir., the group diI­
cussed iu pIIas. "An Outwud
Bouad count is 1 very accelerated
DUIChod of fiadiDc_ out .1 ... dell
abouc a penaa." CaIIIpbeI nailed.
"You 6ncI OUt if they're really wait­
ers, or if they jut packIe 1 little bit
on top of the ...... It told me a lot
about Maic', bec:kboM, hia patieace
and~ and hia ,....bWe r.iIt
of humor," Pardy bec:ause of what
CampIleII IIIrIMd. Outward Bouad
pidced the Schod for the Ph}oIicaI
City as one of iu fll'lt apecIitionary
llIming centeno

The educaron evenrually rafted
.S mila down Disaster Falls. HeU's
Half Mile and Triplet Fa11s. But for,
Weiss, sraning his new school 11'15

to be the real River W'ud. Its name
alone p... ODe pause. The school's
Imerhad DOW reads:

UJool for 1M PllysioJ Ciq, An"""'rrwry r.-rm, C".., •
N.. Vilit1la/N.. .Amtnt:.n Scl100U
~C~ PtlTt1rmhip
.. Coot- unUm for the All­__ of SciMa _ A~ ,;.

lrrfi_wtIft lrtllilM# III Coope­
U.... 1M N.. rori Cit, MiJJiDn
s-,. N.. rori Cu, 0",.,...
,.-. O.-.,.J BoW USA., • col­
1811....of~School DiI­
trice 2 ."J ,;. Divisitm of HiP
SdJoo/s' OlD of~ HiP
SdJoo/s -. Propta.

A public school is the eclucaeioaal
ecpaift1ear of GrInd Central Termi­
nal: all of tbel.liaes intenect in the
physial plica caDed "school.H That
Weiss hu beea able eo keep all of
the~ interats from col­
Iidiq and on mck is a testament to
his fuad-railiac abilities, his eenera1
poIicica1l1wiaas and hia consider­
able powers of penUllion. Bue this
elonpced tide a1so luaats ehe dif­
ficulty in duplicating S.P.C.'s po­
eential ,uccess, whicb at lease pardy
depends on coming up with the

kind of priftte raoarcu _
Weiss, with hia unique talents, bu
been able to IIlIrIhaL And fMIl he
can't do ie a1I. As c.npbeU noted:
'''The tue is berweea outside de­
mands on Mark'. rime, in cemu of
fund-nising and tesOlII"Ce mobiliza­
eion - j1ll1: beiac maniecl to all
those diHerlDt parblen. all of
whom WIIlt him to COllIe to their
bowd meetinp aDd their pia ..:­
bUaaced lpinst thelmowledp chat
the school is rally 100m ceachinc
and llU'IlinC and the studems'
worIt...

YO DAY! IIFOU CLASSES
weN to beFa Iut faIL
Weiss WIt still baYing to
'CInI \:.:' funUrure and
other· lies. His
aine-penoa : naif
had C'IeD bepIl eyeinl the
2o-foot pile of cruh in the

school', COW'tyII'd - rusted up­
turned desJu, broken chain, rotting
boob - chae lit ..uinl to be
hauled off by sanitation officials. It
looked like the bmic:ada in the
musical of "tes Misirabl..... His
teachen, however, were relatively
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which theory dictates practice,
Meier's ideas bad arisen from yean
of experience in the classroom. She
eventually teamed up with Theo­
dore Sizer, who is the director of
the Annenberg Institute for School
Reform at Brown University. It's
larJely becawe of their association
that New York City received the
first of the AJUlenberg money.

She lito bepa to proIeJytize about
her refomu in Dissent, the quarterly
founded by the late democratic so­
c:ial.i.st Irvin& Howe, and in The Na­
tion, probably the country's best­
known lihen1 weekly. Weiss re­
marked: "She has always been inter­
ested in education for education's
sake. In the 1960's, Debbie was al-

Cantin.. on P9 49

her 2a-20 vision for reform. She
explained: "Not only is 20 the max·
imum workable number of $tudents
in a class. It's also the larJest work·
able number of teachen in a school.
IdalIy, no school should have more
than 400 students:' Research has
since backed up her assumption. A
recent study by the American leg­
islative Exchange Council, an asso­
ciation of state Iawmalten, found
that a school's size is even more
important in determining the pet­
formance of students on nationwide
tests (like the S.A.T.) than the
amount spent per pupil.

Unlike many other school-re­
form movements, however, in

Deborah Meier if she wanted to
start her own school. At the time,
Meier was jWt another schoolteach­
er frustrated by the system. Alvara­
do couldn't otEer her much, just a
few classrooms inside another
building. She'd have to recruit her
own students. (This was billed as
giving parents "choice.") She bepa.
unceretnoniowly with six teachen,
one usistant and fewer than 100
students: "I said, 'Let'S have smaller
classes and put everyone in the
classroom,' and I got an answering
machine to take care of the offace:'

At the time, "choice" wasn't the
buzzword it is today. It simply pro­
vided Alvarado and Meier with a

certain amount of political cover. If
parents didn't like the school, they
were free to rake their kids ebe­
wbere. In return, Alvarado pve
Meier virtual autonomy over curric­
ulum and hiring decisions, Such
freedom was apinst union and
Bo8rd of Ed rules at the time, but
Meier encountered litde opposition
at fant. Frankly, no one cared what
she was up to.

Meier's success is now legendary, .
(She went on to win a MacAnhur
Award, the so-called "genius
granr," for her work in the district.)
Central Park East, the school she
started, has spawned dozens of sim­
ilarly small "choice" schools in the
city. The essence of her reforms was
a single idea, what might be called

as many as 180 students a day in
classes of 34 students, the lepl
limit. At S.P.C., however, there are
fewer than 180 kids in the whole
school and no class has more than
20 Students.

I know from my own experience
teachine for three yean at rwo dif­
ferent public: schools in upper Man­
hanan how imponant school size
and clast size are. Both of my ele­
menary schools had more than
1,500 sMients in facilities originally
built for roughly half that many, and
I had anywhere from JO to 34 Stu­
dents in my chird- and fourrh-srade
classes. It seems silly to have to say
it, but that's _y too many kids.
Every once in a while, when a snow­
norm would keep half the class at
home, I'd get a wte of what teach­
ing might be like at a tony private
school. Suddenly. all my difficulties
in the classroom would evaporate. I
insrandy saw how the School for the
Physical City could work.

Smaller classes unleash a kind of
domino effect of reforms in a
school. With fewer students, ceach­
ers can devoce more time to their
lessons. They can give more com­
plicated assignments and spend
more time correcting them. They
can know students individually and
follow their social and academic
progress closely, without having to
rely on crude, standardized means
of assessment. They can communi.
cate more effectively with parents.
And, because the school's staff is so
smalJ, it c:an sic around a table, like
chat in Mark's office, and· make
decisions aOoUt the shape and de­
sign of the school, inStead of get­
ting calABht up in the bureaucracy.
Is it any woader, then, that smaller
classes haft long been the chief
peclqopa1 roo! of most private
and pvochiaI schools?

If dais aII.ounds stunningly com­
mon-.... it is. Yet it took a
vilionauy to see the need for such
ref01'1III and to make them happen.
The re£CIftft movement known as
Smaller Sdaoals of Smaller Classes
began 20 r-s ace with one of these
incidents m. at the time seems like
nothing at all· but that, one later
realizes, 11'1I the precipitating event
of a revolution.

In the spring of 1974, Anthony
Alvarado, then a new, reform-mind­
ed superintendent in District 4 in
East Harlem, asked a woman named

.......... 'Sam didn't understand that people like us could start a
public school. He thought it was something
that only the Board of Ed could do.'

unconcernedby the mauriIl deprm­
cion, which. aft« aIL is commoapIKe
in me cily's schools. For the prwious
1Wf-hour, they bad been clebarinc a far
more pressing iPue: What to do with
Lydia?

The discussion was unwual not
least for its occurring at all. In most
of the city's public schools, teachers
were JUSt returning for the fint
time since June. Bcc:awe principals
have to wait to see who returns
before making final staffing deci­
sions. many teachen don't know
whom or even what they will be
teaching until weeks after dasses
have begun. The lucky ones receive
computer-senerated lists of their
students' names and vital statistics:
ID numben, dates of binh, how
well they did on the previous year's
citywide reading and math tests.
But it's wually something of a mi­
nor miracle if they have stories to
go with any of their new students'
faces or names. As one S.P.C.
teacher described her old school:
"There wouldn't be room keys.
There wouldn't be class lim. It
would be so disorganized, and it
would be October."

At S.P.C.. however, teachers
seemed to know everything about
their students' lives. Like coaches on
draft day, they had been s_pping
students to try to assemble the best
teams:

Teacher No. 1: Ho_about trading
your three sixth graders for my three
seventh graders?

Teacher No. 2: But r can't put
Lydia and Joseph together.

No. 1: Lydia was out for two
months last year.

No. 2: Her sister ran a_y and her
mother died.

No. 1: O.K.. How about ]ackic.aad
Jwtine switch.

No. 2: Then we could put Lydia
with Kenya.

No. 1: Also, Forrest's parma WlUlt

him to haw the same tacher.
TeICher No. 3: O.K..,rll. him.
This penonal approach is really

at the heart of the School for the
Physical City. What maltes S.P.C.
different from so many other public
schools in New York is not so
much its hands-on curriculum, pro­
gressive as it is, but its size, from
which everything else follows. In
most junior-high and high schools
in New York, teachers regularly see

THI HIW Yo.,. TIIUS IhGA.%IMI I MAT U. 1It1 31



0....... LiuJ.coInOIl, s.p.e. 's .Ft tMcMr. VIO'*s 011 • mllTlI1 with SIwmum 8.,.,., till tiFth grMkr.

SCHOOLS

C~/romp., 31

reIdy worried about assess­
ment" - that is, improved
lnIII1S of~ stUdenrs'
academic propas. "In the
1960'1, I couldD't have cared
leu about asseument. Deb­
bie's undemandinC of the
whoJe tradition from Dewey
on has been so important.
You need someone like her
to frame the issues for the
American people."

S.P.c. HAS ACHIEVED ITS
sman. classes, as Meier did,
Iarpty by puttiDg all of irs
tesdters in the classroom - a
reform impossible to dupli­
CIte in the ciry's more over­
crowded schools. The overall
student-to-teacher ratio in
New York is aetUaJ1y dose to
what it is in a lot of private
and pIlochial scbools: about
15 to 1. But many teachers in
the city hold what are known
as "out of classroom" posi­
tions: curricu1um coordina­
tors, stalf developers, re­
source or special-ed instruc­
ton who provide individual
instruction in reading or
math.

Mark told me that he
would never have started
S.P.C. if he hadn't been able
to select his own staff. As he
put it: "Your teachers an
your school." His teachers
felt similarly about their prin­
cipal. As Joel Barsky, a mid­
dle-school humanities teach­
er explained: "School size and
all that is impon:ant, but
Mark is a big part of the
success here. A bi( part. Ev­
ery teacher who's here mos,
to be here. That'S powerful"

Ewryone I spoke to gave
credit to the United Federa­
tion of Teachers president,
Sandra Feldman, for intro­
ducing what's now known as
the "school-bued option,"
whereby teachers can vote to
allow their schools to select
their staff, reprd1ess of se­
niority. The move -qsn't
popular among much of
Feldman's membership, and
she had to fJlht to make it
happen. She's eloquent in its
defense: "In a small school in
which teachers have been
working with each other to
create something from the

cround up, they raJly need
to haw a ClImIIIderie and
aped-upon phiIotophy of
educ:acion. And if you create
a school where the tIIChers
are rruly invoMci in decision­
rnakin& incluclinc on penon­
neI issues, tIw's a trIde-off
for I stnichdorwvd senior­
ity system, which is appropri­
ate and needed in a factory­
model system."

S.P.C:s teachers described
the school as a kind of life
preserver tossed to them.
They were drown.iac at their
former schools. Joel !Inky,
for instance, worked for four

years at Julia Richman, a
troubled high school with
some ",000 Studenrs that is in
the process of beiDe broken
up into several of the ciry's
smaller new schools-within­
a-school by the Center for
Collabontive Education and
the Bo.rd of Educ:acion. He
recalled: '"The kids were fane.
I mean, kids are the same
everywhere. The adulrs were
why that school wu failinc.
People had been there 20
y.ars. They were h.aFnc on
for dar life. ThIre were
teac:hers there who did nexh­
inc- It WIt un.beliewble. I've
never seen such despair in
children:'

Leo Owen, a middle­
school math tellCher at
S.P.C.. agreed. Owen immi­
grated to this country from
Guyana in 1983, and became
a citizen last year. He has a
soft voice, and spakswith a
clipped accent. He had taught
for nearly 10 years at twO

different intermediate
schools in Brooklyn that had

nwly 2,000 madears ac:h.
He said: "When I entered my
first day in a classroom, kids
were doing somersaults. I
consuked a coU.pe who
said, 'Ifyou're teaching 2 to 3
percent of your stUdentl,
then you are doing well' I set
very hiP sundarda; I low­
ered my 1Wlduds. I would
tell this to people, and they
would say: 'So? You're pt­
ting a salary, are you nor?' So
I used to .y to these people:
'Yes, but I haw nor earned
my salary. I am forced to
accept a salary under false
pretenses.' This," h~ re-

marked with characteristic
understatement, "did not
make me very popular with
my coJleacues:'

About the virtues of
S.P.C.. however, Leo was
gWI to testify: "I am happy
because of Mark. His admin­
istrative style is exactly what
mine would be. I work to try
to make his vision happen. It
makes me happy to fulfill it.
He comes up and says,
'You're doinc a good job:
That makes me happy. I am
happy because of my col­
lapes. I can tell them even
when they are rubbing me
the wrong way, and they can
tell me. I am happy because
of the children. I know I am
goine to be able to do certain
thinp with them. I'm happy
because of the parents, who
wi1I talk to me about their
children, volunteer informa­
tion about them. For the fIrSt
time, I feel as thoup I'm
earning my salary:'

S.P.C.'s whole structure,
from its borrowed space to

irs sc:heduIe, is literally a pap
from Deborah Meier's new
book. -rile Power of Their
Iclas." She writes of Central
Park EaSl: "We dec:ided 011
the simplest of schedules:
twO hours each day in hu­
manities (art, history, litera­
ture, soc:ial stUdies), twO

houn daily of math and sci­
ence and one hour of adviso­
ry" - meetinp in small
groups with tesdters.
S.P.C.'s schedule is simiJlrly
divided into twO 9O-minute
periods, one in the morning
and one in the afternoon. To
the micIdIe of the day, Weiss

has added a few electives:
French, poetry and tutorials
in EncJish and math. The big
bloc:lts of time have allowed
teachers to team teach, to
take field trips and to con­
duct lone experimenrs.

Last fall. for instance, the
middle school studied "activ­
isrs," a thematic unit in their
humanities classes, which
covered everything from the
Civil War to the fall of Com­
munism. StudentS read Fred­
erick Douglas.. visited home­
less shelterS, lookec:\ at graffiti
around town and then, with
the guidance of the am
teacher, Lisa Jacobson. de­
sipecl their own murals.
They painted slopns on wide
swadu of butcher paper in
the hallways. This in rum
became the sprincboard for a
wane assignment in which
stucienrs composed personal
statemenrs about themselves
and their own beliefs. No
lesson WIt ever just an isolat­
ed exercise, but was integrat­
ed with whatever else the kids

were IarDiq ill their odw
subjects. 'J'hroushout, kids
were llIminc about the city,
irs history, aad how to im­
pro¥I their physical md so­
cial eaviroament. At one
poittt, s.m Schwanz em!

pole a au- IecNre on beinC
m "infrucructure activist.n

A typic:Il day ill Edi Juri­
cic's micldle-school class, for
instance, bepn with studenu
sininc ill a semicircle and
raJking about the chapters
they read the niFt before in
''BIIclt Boy" by R.ichard
WriPt. Juricic solicited de­
scriptions of the fun Crow
laws described by WriPt,
and studentS discussed their
effec:r. He then moved intO a
discussioa of Reconstruc­
tion, and of the Supreme
Court decision PIessy v. Fer­
guson. Kids talked about how
to amend the Constitution.
Class ended with kids writing
in their joumaIs. The period
had been a Dice milt of histo­
ry. Iitenture aad the law.

It wou1d be wroac. hoftoy­
er, to AId too much sipifi­
c:uu:e into this iarerdisciplia­
ary way of doiag tbiDp. For
one. the classes aren't that
different from many others
I've witneued. The approach
isn't so newfanc1ed. Some
tachen, who seemed less
comfortable with this meth­
od, were a little more tradi­
tional.

What WIt different was the
sma1lneu. Kids rook nores,
wrote stories, bpt joumals,
c:omposed essays - except
that now their work received
more attention. Discipline
problems .an arose, but in­st_ of 10 kids disrupting a
class of 30, I'IIlderiac it virtu­
ally unreee:hehle, 4 or 5 kids
micht be saickerinc ill a class
of 20. Teachers still suuc­
gled, but nex II much.

One of the best ceac:hers at
S.P.C is probIbly Joseph
Newkirk, a former mechani­
c:aI enPeer whom Weiss
hired OIl a huac:h even
tho. he had no aperieDce
in the c:Iasaoom. In mid­
career, Newkirk is one of
the fm African-American or
GU)'IIWI people on staff.
He's somethinc of a dapper
dresser, cmc to brightly c:oJ­
ond shirts and ties and a
brown suede fedora. He has a
gray speckled beard, which he
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S.P.c. with the sixth and~
enth gnda, and then tacked
on aninth-p'lde class u well
The reaon, he admits now,
WIS .moaey: hiP schools are
given more moaey for sun­
up COllI tbul the citYs junior
highs. Cou~ Weiss
WII abH! to wrins I I ew more
bIdIy needed doUan &om the
Boud of Ed.

Starting a jUDior high and
high school simultaneously,
however, proved over­
whelming. and Weis, came
to regret the decision. "It
WIIn't a sound decision edu­
cationally, but It the time,
we convinced ounelves that
it WII. You ntionaJize be­
cause you need the money."
This year, Weiss added an
eilhth pde, but not an­
other biP-school c1us. The
10th pde -Iut year's 9th
- remains, thouch its stu­
derlu and teachers ex­
preued a stroDl sense of
haYiac been abucIoaecl

ODe of the mOlt frequent
chirps apintt public school
"choice" is _ it's elitist and
that its seIf-stlec:tion proceu
lemlS studeDts who don't
haw savvy parena in the
worst public schools. The
middle-school students at
S.P.c. are mOldy there be­
cause their parents sought
out the schooL but the high­
sc:hoolers were mostly ran­
domly wiped to S.P.c. by
the Boud of Ed. Conse­
quently, they dicIa't necessar­
ily haw laY partic:uJar inter­
est in the ichool's emphasis
and many of them, having
lquished for • years in
the city'. reaulIr public
schools, were illprepared for
JUch-sc:bool IneI Work. Yet
for aD of the lOth-gradm'
difficultieI, S.P.c. has still
giveIl them, by lIlY meuure, a
better eGilCllliClC1 than they
would ... receiftd in the
city's repIIr hiP schools.
Their t'tllIdiq ICOrII, for in­
stlDCe, jumped an impressive
10 percerR on awrace in the
flm ,.. able, simply be­
c::wse the school is giving
them more indMdual atten­
nOft.

Naomi kber, I project
director of the Fund for New
York City Public Education,
fUlds the charp of elitism
particularly frusrming. She
explained: "We wanted to

break - mere wu a SCJIII of
emyone sragering toward
the finish line, exhausted, u
after a marathon. And with
everyone busy in the cIus·
room, one sick teacher could
throw the whole school into
chaos. Meg Campbell of the
Harvard Outward Bound
Project remarked: " think
everyone, including us, just
underestimated the extent of
the infrutrue:rure that one
has to build to have I school
function - just aeninc me
peDCiJs ordered! Starting new
schools right DOW' in the
school reform movement is I

very romantic thine to do.
And I think some of us got
c:aucht up in that romanD­
cism."

Mark described taching in
the city u a continual exer­
cise in "making do." Most
new schools, for instance, be­
gin with the bottom few
grada, and then add I grade a
year, until the school is com­
pleted. Weiss, however, made
a calculated decision to begin

of haviq to war too many
hau, which they chaapd
with almost Buster KatClC1­
like dexterity. As Weiss, the
son of I former WIioa orpn­
izer, said: "All of us work
much harder than we bave to.
You haw to put in lon&
houn. You haw to spend
your own money. Our obli­
gation isn't the same u a
GoM. worker who's making
money for the bOIs. I don't
mind if we're exploited I lit­
tle. We're educating working.
class kids."

Still, before bie vacations
- Christmas or the February

selves because they've had
no practice tAiJang in clus.
Their cluses before were so
big, they were literally never,
ever called Oft."

Reducing dus and school
size hasn't solved all of
S.P.C:s problems. Sevenl
teachen complained about
the lack of supplies. But
thanks larply to the political
clout of its partners, S.P.C.
has now secured itseH a ren~
vated plant. The sch~ de­
signed by Carmi Bee, is five
floors of colcrful expOIed
pipes, air-coaditioaiag ducts
and industrial-size windows.
It looks a lime like the Pom­
pidou Center CD the inside,
and the idea behind the de­
sign is similar: to reveal the
buildinc's infrutrUCtUre.

But S.P.C. is unUNal in
having acquired its own
home; citywide there is a
montorium on building or
renovating school space.
Even with smaller cluses,
nearly aU of the teachers
complained of 16-hour days,

FOil. MANY KIDS. THE INDI­
vidual attennon they receive
at S.P.c. comes as some-

have provided: professors and
computers at Cooper, the
Mission Society's 2,OOO-aae
campsite in upstate New
York. AboutNewkirk, Weiss
had his own happy litany. "I
love his spirit; there's just
something about the penon
that's intangible. I love his
willingness to poow. I love
that he comes from the back·
ground of so many of the
kids he teaches. I love that
he's suceasful."

Newkirk has done well,
howewr, putly because me
job has been made manace­
able: nOl too many kids, nOt
tOO many cIuses. He's had a
principii and coD.gues who
have supported him daily in
his clusroom and share his
vision for the school. In an
enormous schoo~ Newkirk
- any &cod teacher - might
have drowned along with the
students.

fwe handed out citywide. The thing of I shock. As Mari­
key to Newkirlt's success anne Melendez, a middle·
isn't wry mysterious. His school humanities teacher,
methods aren't so different put it: "Some of these kids
from thOle of lots of &cod are.. to being 'lost' in
t.mers It S.P.C. and else· scbool- that's the norm ­
when: he works extremely so they feel like you're com·
hard, and prepnI usiduous· ing clown hard on them
ly for • (He wu at me when you care. No one has
school all hours of the day.) ever uked them for anyrhiDg
His seemingly endless enthu- - expected anything from
sium has made up for his them - before. So, when
lack of experience. He has you call on them in c1us,
the respect of his Students they think they're being sin­
and is &cod at maintaining gled out. They think you're
discipline. And he bas made constandy in their face.
particularly good use of the Some of these kids bave dif­
resources that the partners ficulty just expressinc them-
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rub. wMn he's thiDkina; and
wicIe eyes, and the,demanor
of somepne who has ... it
all For three moaths, his
cIus buih kites u put of I

sem..~ unit on "Xites
in the VfUld: How Do They
Fly?" Arouad this onpng
project. Newkirk wow les­
sons on ewrydsiDg from the
molec:ular content of the It­
mosphere to the baic princi­
ples of aerocIynamic:s to how
to write up I formal lab re­
port. Kids built models of
their desips. They then
fJeld.tllUd their kites in the
school's pla)'lfOund, wrote
up what they'd leamed aDd
revised their models, building
ever biger aDd more com­
plex versions.

The day before Christmu
vacation Iut fall Newkirk's
students took their fUlished
projects to Hudson River
Park foe thair maiden flights.
They tnJDdled dowft to the
waterfront, c:Ingiilg their
brishdy colared kites behind
them. Before the flichts be­
gan, Newkirk gathered his
students topther to review
what they had lamed
throuPout the semester.
Kids recited different design
principles: "If your kite is
DalTOW, it's easy to get up.
but hard to contrO~ but if it's
wide, it's hard to get up, and
euy to contrOL" They dis­
cussed area and upect nnos.
One kid showed me how to
determine the kite's height
once airborne by c:a1culating
the angles with I protractor.
Another kid talked knowing­
ly about Bernoulli's principle,
which explains the lift pro­
duced by a wing having I

curved upper swface and flat
lower surface. Children's
cries filled the park: '"{s;
Yes, YES" u one kite finally
made it aloft, and "N~
0-0'" U another took I nose
dive. AD the while, Newkirk
no around, . g his
students ~tions:
"rry it in the sua. Why
would that make a differ­
ence?" A kid guessed: "Be­
cause the air is warmer?"
Newkirk shouted: '"{es!
Yes!"

This spriftg, Newkirk won
the p~~ Chancellor's
Bright L.iahts Award for Dis­
tinguished Teaching in Math­
ematics and Science, one of
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Meier, for one, is worried. "It scares me when I look
at the c:1oaiq down of after-sc:hool programs. youth
c:eacers, summer sc:booL n. adds to the work we do.
Our sc:booIs haw always rdied on the system to
provide certain thinp. The noUOI1 of coing OUt and

• to raise pmue funds to replace that is terrifying.
~eatire Annenbq c:haIIen.. has to raise $SO miUion
from privue foundations and that doesn't leave alot Ie&
over; aDd the piKes that pc it willliJrely be the ones
who need it leur. We'U end up c:ompering apiast
ouneMs." E\IID the AnnenberJ ..c:haUen.... has not

procIuced the ouq»ouring of philanthropy that many
people apecud. There is just not enough private
mOIley OUt there to replace government spending
en~. .

The popular issues in education these days tend to
focus on what have been c:alled the "culture wars." ,
It's a testament to Meier and company's seriousness
that they have suyed away from such hot-topic
debates, which have served only to distract most
politicians and education pundits from far more
pressing concerns.

Recently New York City _ consumed by a two­
year debate over the ill-fated RaiAbow Curriculum, a
6OO-pIp guide put out by the c:icy's Board of Education
that encourapd teachers to teach tolerance of all races,
cultures and - here's where it lOt concroversial ­
sexual orientation. "What most people don't realize,"
Meier explained with some exasperation, "is that there
isn't a teacher in the city who reads those c:wric:ulum
guides that the Board of Ed· pUts OUt - much less a
6OO-pIp one! But someone c:alls you up and so you
have to rake a position on it." It's not that such issues
aren't important. What makes them so popular is that
debating them costs, and requires, nothing. But they
have virtually no impact on the classroom.

Smaller schools and smaller classes do work, but it
remains to be seen whether the city and the country are
serious enough about education refonn to finance
them. The city will eventually have to spend somt

money if it has a prayer of improving its schools: to
build more spICe to relieve the gross overcrowding. to
hire more teachers to handle the rise in enrollment, to
proYide basic supplies. That, or suffer a dysfunctional
school system.~ Meg Campbell remarked: ''There are
no ec:oaomies of scale in ee1ue:ation. You can't desip a
school the way you desicn a fae:rory. Schools are more
liJce famiJies: having 3-. children isn't necessarily the
best thing....

san a 'pn.d anclllllemeel' propam at one school in
HarIaL Aad the director said: 'I cIoD't believe in
MPfred aacI caJ.cecI... , She thouPc it wu dime. But
u's DOt as if rich white kids - or min rich black kids
- were Ioiaa m.e. These were napborboocl kida.
AD 'sifteel aacI Wmtecl' meaDS, really, is academically
riproua. TbiI is som.duDI the parents in that
COIDIDuMy desperately need and WIlle." And indeed
this 'Prins. the fund received sewnl thousand appli­
catiOOl fqr a few hundred opeaiDp at its "New
VuioD" sdl.oo1s.

OFMAv21.199S _

ANSWERS TO PUZZLES

A
T OUI. lAST 1NI'ER.VIE'W. MAI\K WEISS TOID
me: ''I doa't think a story like this sb.ould
say, 'If he c:aa do it, anyone can.' Some of us
c:aa make do with less, but that doesn't mean

tha ....,.body CIII, aDd then there's a point at which
you c:aa't make cIo." No curriculum, no maner how
propeaM or traditional, can work in acraciously
overaowdecI schools, where students are anonymous,
teachers have lin1e concro! over their curricula and
principals have vimIaJ1y no say in how their schools are
run. YeE this is precisely the situation in the vast
majority of the city's schools. There are some 65.000
tachers in the New York City schools alone. If the
system is ever goinc to work, it's going to have to work
for more avetale talenu. There aren't enough superher­
oes to CO around.

UnJib so many other school refonns, which depend
on the way they're implemented in the classroom, the
effort to ac:bieve smaller schools and smaller classes is
both mwunble and easily replicable. Even a mediocre
tac:ber is more effective in a class of 20 than in a class
of 3-4. SirniIarly, there's JUSt a limit to the number of
students thai: even the best teacher can have and not
reprd them as a mob.

An sa biUion annual education budget may sound
like a lot of money, but if you divide that amount by
more than a million Students, it ae:tual.ly comes to less
than $8,000 a year per pupil - about the nationwide
avenp - for a school system with greater-than­
average challenges: poverty, violence and a large pool of
.~.studems who are unfamiliar with this coun-
try's and culture. The amount will only shrink
as enu rise and the budger continues to be
slasW NOlIe of the money that has been cut as _te
Erom the c:emral Board of Ed has been redirected to the
classroom. The savings have gone solely to alleviate the
city's larger budget woes.

THI NIW Yoalt TillIS MACAZINII MAY n, I us 51



October 1, 1995
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@news is a working title for an ongoing-letter
delivering infonnation about the technology
initiative started at School for the Physical City.
Soon, we will publish weekly news about new •
technology, how it affects you and how you can
take advantage of it.

Where we are. now
Right now there are three new higrr-speed Apple
computers and a printer in room 313 for faculty
use. There is a limited selection of software up
there (MS Word, Claris Works, and FirstClass)
but we are working on bringing more programs
online quickly.

Email is available to dial into from home and
from any of the computers that are up and
running in the school. Our email system is
connected with Expeditionary Learning Outward
Bound in Boston and the other schools affiliated
with ELOB as well as the internet. To connect
to SPCNet from home set your FirstClass
software to dial 7269457. If you are outside of
Manhattan'remember to dial I 212 before the .
number. See me if you need FirstClass software
on your home computer. .

Now you and your students can exchange email
with anyone in any other schools connected to
ELOB and anyone on the internet. If you have
questi<.ms about the email system feel free to ask
me, drop a note in my box or send me email.

Into the future...
Beginning today, we will put computers in every
classroom. These computers will be networked
to utilize email, a suite of software, and the flle
server where -you can store files. We are going to
put many small printers with the computers.
There will also be one laser printer on each floor.

,-

Also starting today is a month-long series of
workshops held in room 313 on infonnation
technology-related topics. There will be a
calendar and a sign-up sheet for each week.
Please sign up for the topics that you are
interested in. We need at least two people for
each workshop or we will be forced to cancel. If
you have comments or suggestions about
workshop times or topics please send me email
or put a note ,in my mailbox.

I

Remote ~ccess

Starting in November we will have full remote
access. This means that you can connect to
SPC's network from anywhere you have a­
computer and a modem. We have telephone lines
installed so that faculty and students can gain
access to SPC's network at any time. This
differs from email access in that it will allow you
to have complete access (programs and files) to
the network. Presently only email can be received
at home.

Internet Access
SPC, through the Living Textbook project (a
two-year multi.-schooJ project involving upstate
and downstate schools), will·soon have a very
high-speed connection to theintemet. This will
allow access to the World Wide Web and many of
the other facilities on computer networks around
the world at unprecedented speeds.

What is the advantage of having a network?
A network allows you to retrieve files from any
computer that is connected to it. If you save a
file on a computer on the 5th floor but you want
to work on another floor or from home at another

. computer, you can retrieve it and work with it
from anywhere. In other word-. it removes
geographic boundaries for working with
infonnation.

The network also allows people to share files
more easily by storing them in group folders.

Finally, the network is backed up, so that if files
stored in network accounts are deleted, they can
be restored safely and conveniently.

Video Teleconferencing
Like the AT&T commercials that say "Have you
seen the fu~ure... You will". Well ... you will.
SPC through the Living Text~ok project has
the rights to use Apple's QuickTime Video
conference system. Computers with cameras and
microphones attached to them can bring people
in remote parts of the world together in realtime.
You will be able to see and speak to people that
have the conferencing software and a compatible
computer setup anywhere in the world!

Pretty exciting huh? More to come in the weeks
to follow. I •


